
Vietnam’s Collection 
and Repatriation 

of American 
Remains

June 1999

D
E

FE
N

SE
 P

RIS

ONER OF WAR/MISSING PERSONN
EL O

FFIC
E

WR J

WR J

WRWR J Defense Prisoner of War and Missing 
Personnel Office

Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense
for POW/Missing Personnel Affairs

(DASD)



 38

of Indochina.  Comparison of the estimates for the other geographic areas reveals that in 
each, the Vietnamese were able to locate and recover fewer remains than anticipated.  
Although the numbers themselves are rough, rounded estimates, the discussion below 
reveals the magnitude of these differences. 
 

• North Vietnam:  The DIA study noted that as of 1991, Vietnam had repatriated 
145 American remains that, according to CILHI, exhibited forensic evidence of 
storage.  That study assumed that all had come from losses in the North.  The 
study also estimated that 220 to 240 additional remains from losses in North 
Vietnam had been collected but not yet repatriated.  In total, the study estimated 
that Vietnam had recovered 365 to 385 American remains from the North.  Our 
current study, based on a case-by-case review, found that Vietnam recovered only 
240 to 260 remains in the North, or approximately two-thirds of the 1991 study's 
estimate. 

 
• South Vietnam:  The 1991 study’s estimates for the South were even more 

inflated.  Relying principally on projections of how Vietnam’s effort to locate 
American remains might have worked, the study estimated that 150 to 200 
remains could have been recovered from the South.  Current evidence indicates 
that only about 35 to 40 were recovered, or about one-fifth of the 1991 study's 
estimate. 

 
• Laos:  The 1991 study estimated that Vietnam had recovered 50 to 90 American 

remains.  Our current study found no evidence that Vietnam had collected any 
American remains in Laos. 

 
• Cambodia:  Both studies concluded that Vietnam recovered very few American 

remains from Cambodia.  The 1991 study estimated 5 to 10; our current study 
found evidence for only 2. 

 
In summary, some of the same individuals participated in the 1991 DIA study and 

the 1999 DPMO study.  They understood the methodology used in the past and were 
aware of all the information available at the time.  The differing conclusions of these 
studies result solely from the large body of new data currently available.   

 
The October 1996 Intelligence Community Assessment, “Vietnamese Storage of 

Remains of Unaccounted US Personnel” 
 

This document focused exclusively on the assertions in the 1987 SNIE that Hanoi 
had warehoused 400 to 600 sets of American remains.  Prepared in conjunction with the 
declassification of the 1987 SNIE, this document noted that when reviewing the previous 
estimate to ensure protection of sources and methods, the intelligence community 
developed reservations about the figures quoted.  The author of the 1996 assessment 
discovered that in preparing the SNIE, drafters had dropped original language 
characterizing the 400 to 600 figures as estimates.  The figures quoted were “based on 
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limited direct evidence whose reliability was open to question.  The 400 figure was not a 
precise point estimate, and the 600 figure was based either on uncorroborated hearsay or 
was the result of questionable extrapolation.”  Given the roughness of these estimates, the 
study concluded, they should not serve as a firm baseline for establishing U.S. policy.  
Although the Vietnamese government had collected and stored remains, “without further 
research, it was not possible to estimate with a high degree of certainty the number of 
American remains that were under Hanoi’s direct control at any point in time.”  DPMO 
agrees with these conclusions. 

 
The April 1998 National Intelligence Estimate, “Vietnamese Intentions, Capabilities, 

and Performance Concerning the POW/MIA Issue (U)” 
 

This report responded to a congressional request for an intelligence community 
assessment of two issues:  Vietnamese cooperation on POW/MIA matters and the so-
called “1205” and “735” documents that were found in the Russian archives in 1993.  
This National Intelligence Estimate is classified, but an unclassified paragraph therein 
accepts the conclusions of the Intelligence Community Assessment. 
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APPENDIX 2:  WHAT IS THE SIGNIFICANCE OF SPECIAL “LIST” CASES? 
 

Over the years, negotiators identified groups of cases for priority pursuit in order 
to explore various themes.  Some of these groups of cases also appeared likely candidates 
for remains collection by central Vietnamese authorities.  Close examination of 
Vietnam’s remains collection system, as well as the cases in these groups, however, 
reveals that inclusion in these groups was not a reliable indicator of the ability of 
Vietnam’s central government to recover remains. 
 

Vietnam Priority Case List 
 

 Seeking to “illuminate the live prisoner issue,” Presidential Emissary John Vessey 
asked DoD to identify individuals who might have survived and, unknown to the U.S., 
become POWs.  He reasoned that these would be the best candidates for having been left 
behind as live POWs after the known captives were released during Operation 
Homecoming in 1973.  General Vessey decided that if we could determine what 
happened to each of these individuals, we would have a better idea of the possibilities that 
a live POW could have been left behind.  As part of this effort, DoD identified 296 
individuals for priority investigation (see Figure 10:  Southeast Asia Priority Cases, 27 
May 1999).  They included 196 lost in Vietnam, 81 in Laos, and 19 in Cambodia.  
Approximately 80 percent of those from Laos and 90 percent from Cambodia were lost in 
areas controlled by the PAVN. 

 
 As of May 27, 1999, evidence was still inconclusive regarding the fate of 43 of the 
196 persons on the Vietnam Priority Case List, 76 of the 81 on the Laos list, and 16 of the 
19 on the Cambodia list.  We have determined through joint investigation that 122 of the 
total 296 died and did not become prisoners.  The remains of 39 were identified and 
returned to their families.   
 

 
 LAST KNOW 

ALIVE 
DEATH 

CONFIRMED 
RESOLVED TOTAL 

VIETNAM 43 116 37 196 
LAOS 76 5 0 81 
CAMBODIA 16 1 2 19 

TOTAL 135 122 39 296 
 
Figure 10:  Southeast Asia Priority Cases, 27 May 1999 
 
 When the original Priority Cases were selected, it was theorized that by virtue of the 
requirements for selection on this list, if the individuals had died, they had done so while in 
Vietnamese custody or in proximity to Vietnamese forces.  This led some observers to 
conclude that the remains of these individuals should be among the easiest or most likely 
for Vietnam to collect.  Repeated investigations of these cases, however, have demonstrated 
that this hypothesis was invalid.   
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 Instead, available evidence indicates that as in other types of losses, two factors 
most directly influenced whether Vietnam later recovered the remains of Americans 
involved in Priority Cases.  The first related to the unique circumstances of the loss, and 
the second to the geographical loss location.  When looked at on a case-by-case basis, 
there is no evidence that would cause us to suspect that Vietnam still holds the remains of 
any of the 122 individuals who were identified as involved in Priority Cases but who have 
been determined to have died. 
 
 A comprehensive review of available information on these 122 individuals leads us 
to conclude that the remains of 27 are not recoverable.  Some of these Americans died when 
their aircraft hit the ground, and remains were either destroyed in the crash or so fragmented 
they could not be recovered.  In still other cases, graves were later lost or destroyed.  For 
example, the bodies of three Americans originally identified as priority cases were buried on 
riverbanks, and their graves later eroded away.  Two others were buried on hillsides that 
later eroded, destroying the graves. 
 
 In some Priority Cases, we have determined that U.S. information was in error, 
and neither the individual nor his remains were ever in enemy custody.  Evidence 
indicates three Americans believed to have been in proximity to enemy forces actually 
died when their aircraft crashed at sea.  Another drowned when his parachute landed in 
the middle of a river, and evidence indicates his body was never found. 
 
 Moreover, as demonstrated earlier in this study, in many areas Vietnamese 
authorities did not attempt to collect buried remains.  Case-by-case analysis, as well as 
data from witnesses and documents, reveals that Vietnamese authorities recovered the 
remains of very few Americans killed in southern Vietnam and Cambodia, and we have 
no evidence of any recoveries in Laos.  Contrary to earlier expectations, this has also 
proved true in some of the more remote areas of northern Vietnam as well.  This 
geographic reality applied to Priority Cases as well all other losses.  It also applied to 
cases in which individuals died and were buried near sites occupied by Vietnamese 
forces.    
   
 Analysis of Priority Cases in which remains have been returned and identified or are 
still undergoing analysis at CILHI reveals a consistent picture.  Of the 39 Priority Cases in 
which remains were returned and identified, only about 40 percent were recovered by 
Vietnamese central authorities and stored.  Of the 23 Priority Cases in which fate has been 
confirmed and remains are under analysis at CILHI, only one that was repatriated in 1989 
was stored.  The rest were either jointly recovered during U.S.-Vietnamese excavations or 
turned over after local Vietnamese citizens found them. 
 
 In summary, evidence indicates that Vietnam did not recover additional remains 
from this group of cases, beyond those already repatriated.  We have investigated each one 
of these losses numerous times.  Based on the unique circumstances involved in each case, 
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we have concluded that our best hope for the recovery of these remains lies in finding 
witnesses who can point out a grave that we can jointly excavate. 
 
 

Special Remains List Cases 
 
 In August 1993, the U.S. Government presented Vietnam with a list of 98 
individuals for whom we believed the Vietnamese had knowledge of death and the 
disposition of remains.  As of May 27, 1999, the remains of 19 of the 98 had been 
returned and identified.  The evidence was of four types:   
 
• photographs depicting the remains of Americans killed, but whose remains have not yet 

been repatriated;  
• official Vietnamese "graves registration" documents that list the names of Americans 

killed in several different provinces, but whose remains have not yet been repatriated;   
• cases of Americans who were officially reported by the Vietnamese government to have 

died while in captivity, but whose remains have not yet been repatriated;  
• instances where it has been reliably reported that remains have already been recovered, 

but the remains have not yet been repatriated.   
 
 Since the creation of this list, each of the cases has been investigated at least once.  
As with the Priority List Cases, we found that each of the Special Remains Cases must be 
considered on an individual basis.   
 
 We also learned more about the significance of the kinds of evidence used to select 
Special Remains Cases.  Each type of evidence demonstrated some sort of knowledge on 
the part of the Vietnamese government at some time in the past.  We found, however, that 
this did not necessarily indicate that more information is, or ever was, available.  Nor 
could we assume that Vietnam could produce additional information today. 
 
 As another example, we have photos of the body of one man whom we know 
Vietnamese forces buried in late 1968, along a road in a remote section of northern 
Vietnam.  We interviewed the photographer who took this picture.  He related that he went 
to this spot only once, took several shots, and then sent the undeveloped film back to his 
employer, the Vietnam News Agency (VNA), from whose archives we later acquired them.  
There is no evidence to suggest that Vietnamese officials who tried to locate American 
remains in this province had access to these photos.  Even if they had, the photos show only 
undifferentiated jungle and would likely have been of no assistance in finding a grave site 
several years after burial.   
 
 We also know more about so-called “graves registration lists” than we did when the 
Special Remains List was drawn up.  In particular, we have learned that some of them were 
lists of casualties, not of graves or remains that were collected by central authorities.  Other 
documents acquired later, as well as local investigations, confirm that Vietnam was not able 
to recover all of the remains on these lists.   
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 Similarly, multiple investigations into cases in which Vietnam reported that 
Americans died in captivity revealed that contrary to our hopes, Vietnam was later unable 
to locate and recover all their remains.  For example, two prisoners, who were each very 
ill, died as they were being moved from one site to another.  We have talked with the 
guards who accompanied these two Americans and were present at their deaths and 
burials.  Evidence indicates that Vietnamese officials never attempted to recover their 
remains.  Moreover, both Americans died in such remote locations that not even persons 
present at the time can now locate their graves.  In another example, two other Americans 
prisoners, who the Vietnamese agree were captives, were killed during escape attempts.  
Both were buried near where they died, and not in established locations near a prison 
camp.  In one case, Vietnamese officials returned to the nearby POW camp in MR5 and 
recovered the remains of Americans buried there, but they did not search for the grave of 
the escapee.  In the other case, in the B3 Front, there is no evidence to suggest that 
Vietnamese ever returned to recover the remains of the persons who died in the camp, not 
to mention those of the other escapee.   
 
 Finally, the Special Remains List included a small number of cases in which the 
U.S. had reports that Vietnam had recovered remains that had not been repatriated.  One 
of these reports claimed that multiple remains had been found at a site in Nghia Binh 
Province, and it was speculated they might relate to a helicopter loss involving four 
Americans who are still unaccounted for.  Further investigation revealed, however, that 
the source of this information was talking about a ground engagement.  As there are no 
loss incidents that match these circumstances, we now believe the remains he reported on 
did not belong to unaccounted for Americans. 
 
 In summary, case-by-case analysis indicates that the losses on the 1993 Special 
Remains List are not likely candidates for remains recovery and storage by Vietnamese 
authorities.  As with other losses in Southeast Asia, accounting for these Americans will 
depend on our own ability, working with the relevant Indochinese government, to recover 
remains. 
 

 
Photo Cases 

 
 This group of cases is based on combat photos from Vietnamese files depicting 
deceased American personnel, personal effects, or aircraft wreckage.  In 1993, U.S. officials 
presented many of these cases to the Vietnamese in two “photo books.”  Once duplications 
are removed and accounted-for individuals are subtracted, these two photo books include 77 
unaccounted-for individuals, all but 10 on the Priority Case or Special Remains lists.  The 
thinking at the time was that since Vietnamese officials took photos of these men at the time 
of their deaths, the Vietnamese government should be able to repatriate their remains.   
 
 As noted above, we have discovered that the fact that the Vietnamese took photos 
does not necessarily imply that they were later able to recover the remains of the individuals 
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involved.  Combat photography was chiefly a function of the VNA, which published 
wartime pictures for propaganda purposes.  During interviews, a number of combat 
photographers said they were often dispatched on a one-time basis to a particular location, 
then typically sent their film to Hanoi for development.  PAVN also had a lesser number 
of battlefield correspondents who worked in a similar manner to take battlefield shots for 
the VNA and other newspapers.  When film arrived in Hanoi, it was usually, but not 
always, accompanied by a short note indicating the general location where it was taken 
and by whom.  We have found no evidence that the photos were later employed to locate 
the remains of American casualties.   
 
 

Lao and Cambodia Border Cases 
 

Approximately 80 percent of Americans unaccounted for in Laos, and 90 percent 
in Cambodia, were lost in areas controlled by PAVN forces.  As we have informed 
Vietnam on many occasions, our ability to account for these Americans depends on 
access to Vietnamese witnesses and archives.  Available evidence, however, does not 
justify earlier expectations that Vietnam could unilaterally account for significant 
numbers of these losses.   

 
Several groups of such cases have been singled out.  Currently we are pursuing 

them though a process that focuses on finding Vietnamese witnesses and documents with 
information on these losses.  In August 1993, the U.S., Lao, and Vietnamese governments 
agreed on a mechanism for tripartite operations to investigate losses in PAVN-controlled 
areas of Laos.  We have a similar agreement to investigate cases in Cambodia.     

 
Summary 

 
 Over the years, U.S. Government agencies, members of Congress, and private 
citizens created numerous lists of unaccounted-for Americans, with each list representing 
a particular theme.  In many cases, a name appeared on a list because we had evidence 
that one or more of the Indochinese governments had knowledge of the American, or his 
or her loss incident, at some time in the past.  We have learned, however, that past 
knowledge does not necessarily imply that these governments could recover the relevant 
remains.  
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APPENDIX 3:  TRADITIONAL VIETNAMESE BURIAL PRACTICES 
 

Westerners are sometimes puzzled by Vietnam’s handling of the remains of 
Americans killed in Southeast Asia.  A quick review of traditional burial practices reveals 
that the Vietnamese treated American remains much as they did the remains of ordinary 
Vietnamese citizens. 

 
The Vietnamese do not commonly employ Western embalming techniques.  That 

fact, coupled with Vietnam's tropical climate and its lack of rapid transport, makes it 
impractical to move a newly deceased person more than a short distance from the place of 
death to a burial site.  For pragmatic reasons, remains are buried relatively quickly and 
close to the place of death.  They are left in place for approximately 3 years to permit 
complete decomposition and a natural decontamination process to take place.  After this 
period, the remains are exhumed, and with an appropriate ceremony, the skeleton is 
cleansed, placed in a small ceramic casket, and interred in its final resting-place.  
 

These traditions, dictated by practical considerations, directly influenced the 
disposition of the remains of Americans.  Normally, the body of an American was buried 
near the place of death.  For example, if an aviator died when his aircraft crashed, local 
villagers or soldiers buried his remains near the crash site.  Most losses occurred in close 
proximity to enemy bivouac areas, military installations, and populated areas; therefore, 
for hygienic reasons, human remains rarely were left unburied.  In some remote and 
unpopulated areas, however, Vietnamese soldiers indicated that they left remains where 
they lay and quickly left the scene.   

 
Typically, Vietnamese graves are approximately 1 meter deep, or about one-half 

the depth of American graves.  Dirt is piled on the top of the grave.  In contrast to 
American cemeteries, where grave surfaces are level with their surroundings, Vietnamese 
graves rise above the surface of the ground in clearly discernible mounds.  Depending on 
circumstances and location (e.g., mountain forest, populated area), an American grave 
might consist of a hastily dug shallow hole with no markings.  Several witnesses reported 
that they placed remains in a bomb crater or foxhole then covered it over lightly with dirt 
or rocks.  In other instances, particularly in northern Vietnam or in established POW 
camps, remains were buried in marked graves.  

 
Vietnamese authorities report that when ordered to exhume the remains of 

Americans, they employed local people to excavate the grave sites.  They placed the 
skeletonized remains in plastic bags, then sent them to district officials.  The remains 
routinely were transferred to province headquarters and eventually to Hanoi.  In some 
areas, district officials received orders to move all American remains in their jurisdictions 
to a central location to facilitate later collection by province.  Consequently, district 
officials ordered local villagers to disinter the remains from their initial burial sites and 
move them to a second, centralized burial site.  In turn, these remains were later collected 
and transferred as a group through higher echelons, eventually reaching central 
government officials in Hanoi. 
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In the process of repeated moves, some of the skeletonized remains, or portions of 
them, were subject to loss or damage, and the identity of others became confused.  In 
Thanh Hoa Province, for instance, provincial officials indicate some bags of remains sent 
to them from the districts also contained associated identification data.  In other cases, 
however, remains and identification media were transferred separately, and province 
officials had to figure out which belonged with which.  This led to at least one mix-up in 
which Vietnam returned two boxes of remains; each accompanied by identification data 
relating to the other man.  This mix-up was discovered at CILHI during the identification 
process. 

 
Central directives ordered that personal effects belonging to the Americans be 

transferred to Hanoi along with the remains.  In some areas, Vietnamese officials reported 
that they bundled personal effects into a second plastic bag, which was placed in the bag 
containing remains.  In other areas, they sent personal effects separately.  Again, in the 
process of transfer, some identification media became separated from the remains, and as 
a result, Vietnam later repatriated incorrectly identified remains. 

 
Some local Vietnamese officials report that they washed the skeletonized remains 

before placing them in plastic bags.  Other reporting indicates that American remains 
were cleaned and treated for preservative purposes in Hanoi.  The treated remains were 
placed in plastic bags.  If identification media and personal effects were present, they 
were placed in a separate plastic bag that was then enclosed in the bag holding the 
remains.  One source reported that the Vietnamese photographed both the remains and the 
identification media and personal effects. 
 

Most of the 23 U.S. POWs who died after entering the central prison system in 
Hanoi were taken to Hospital 108, where hospital officials prepared a death certificate for 
each man.  All were buried in a special section of Van Dien Cemetery in the southern 
suburbs of Hanoi.  Sometime in 1973, the Vietnamese disinterred the remains of these 
men, processed them in the traditional manner, placed them in small ceramic caskets, and 
reinterred them at Ba Huyen Cemetery, Ha Bac Province.  They were kept there until 
repatriation in 1974.  U.S. officials examined and photographed the grave sites at both 
Van Dien and Ba Huyen cemeteries. 
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APPENDIX 4:  ACRONYMS 
 

 
CILHI  Central Identification Laboratory, Hawaii 
 
COSVN Central Office for South Vietnam 
 
DoD  Department of Defense 
 
DIA  Defense Intelligence Agency 
 
DMZ  Demilitarized Zone—17th Parallel 
 
DPMO  Defense Prisoner of War and Missing Personnel Office 
 
JTF-FA Joint Task Force – Full Accounting 
 
MIA  Missing in Action 
 
MND  Ministry of National Defense 
 
MR5  Military Region 5 
 
MR9  Military Region 9 
 
PAVN  People’s Army of Vietnam 
 
POW  Prisoner of War 
 
PRG  People’s Revolutionary Government 
 
RVNAF Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces 
 
SNIE  Special National Intelligence Estimate 
 
VNOSMP Vietnam Office for Seeking Missing Persons 


